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Background of thf Invention 

1. Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to semiconductor wafer processing and, more 
particularly, to apparatuses and techniques for more effectively conducting patterning a 
1 5 photoresist in a photolithographic operation. 

2. Description of the Related Art 

[0002] The ability to work selectively on small well defined areas of a substrate is paramount 
in the manufacture of semiconductor devices. In the continuing quest to achieve higher levels 
of performance and higher functional density of the semiconductor devices, the 
20 microelectronics industry is committed to applying new processes to further reduce the 
minimum feature sizes of the semiconductor devices. 

[0003] Figure 1 shows an example of a simplified photolithographic operation 20. In the 
operation 20, a light source 26 generates light which is passed through a reticle 28. Reticles 
are generally manufactured by depositing a chromium photomask on a glass plate that is 

25 transparent. The photomask is then typically coated with a resist, and then a pattern is 
defined in the resist by usage of a pattern generator. The resist is then developed after which 
the photomask is chemically processed to remove everything but the pattern from the glass 
plate. To define a pattern in the resist, the pattern generator utilizes an electron beam to 
generate the features in the resist. The light passed though the reticle 28 may then pattern a 

30 photoresist 24 that has been applied to a surface of the substrate 22. The photoresist may then 
be processed as known by those skilled in the art to generate the desired features on the 
substrate 22. 

[0004] As feature sizes are reduced, the devices can become smaller or remain the same size 
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but become more densely packed. As such, advances in lithographic technologies used to 
pattern the semiconductor devices must keep pace with the progress to reduce feature sizes, in 
order to allow for smaller and more dense semiconductor devices. In order to do this, the 
lithographic technology must increasingly improve its ability to resolve smaller and smaller 
5 line widths. The resolution limit is in good part determined by the wavelength of light used to 
pattern the photoresist. Therefore one of the main ways to reduce the device critical 
dimensions (CD) through lithographic technologies has been to continually reduce the 
wavelength of the radiation used to expose the photoresist to yield well-defined pattern 
profiles. 

10 [0005] High resolution lithographic transmission becomes more of a challenge as wafers 
progress to higher density chips with shrinking geometries. Furthermore, as metallization 
interconnect technology transitions to dual damascene processes, lithography techniques to 
pattern holes or trenches in the dielectric become more critical and has a direct impact on 
yield and reliability. In particular, optical lithographic methods utilizing shorter wavelengths 

15 are often utilized to pattern the photoresist. For example, attempts to use wavelengths as low 
as 157 nm have been made. Unfortunately, present optical lithographic methods and tools 
have to be changed to utilize this shorter wavelength. Regrettably, to change over to the 157 
nm wavelength from a higher wavelength process, optical lithographic tools must generally 
be changed such as using different materials for optics and different lens concepts, as well as 

20 changing the photomask materials. 

[0006] Therefore, there is a need for a method and an apparatus that can utilize the same 
masks, resists, and lens concepts as existing systems but at the same time also provide the 
sharper pattern profile that results from using shorter wavelengths to pattern the photoresist. 

25 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] Broadly speaking, the present invention fills these needs by providing a method and 
apparatus for conducting photolithography in an optimal and effective manner. It should be 
appreciated that the present invention can be implemented in numerous ways, including as a 
process, an apparatus, a system, a device or a method. Several inventive embodiments of the 

30 present invention are described below. 

s 

[0008] In one embodiment, a method for processing a substrate is provided which includes 
generating a fluid meniscus to process the substrate where the fluid meniscus is constantly 
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replenished with fluid by addition of the fluid into the fluid meniscus and by removal of the 
fluid from the fluid meniscus by a vacuum. The method also includes applying the fluid 
meniscus to a photoresist on a substrate surface and transmitting a patterned light to the 
photoresist on the substrate surface through the fluid meniscus. 

5 [0009] hi another embodiment, an apparatus for processing a substrate is provided which 
includes a proximity head configured to generate a fluid meniscus to facilitate patterning of a 
photoresist on a substrate surface where the fluid meniscus is constantly replenished with 
fluid by addition of the fluid into the fluid meniscus and by removal of the fluid from the 
fluid meniscus by a vacuum. The apparatus also includes a lithography lens 

10 structure at least partially defined within the proximity head where the lithography lens 
structure has a lithography lens in direct contact with the fluid meniscus during operation. 
The lithography lens structure applies a patterned light from the lithography lens through the 
fluid meniscus to pattern the photoresist on the substrate surface. 

[0010] In yet another embodiment, an apparatus for processing a substrate is provided which 
15 includes a proximity head capable of generating a fluid meniscus to process a substrate 
surface where the fluid meniscus is constantly replenished with fluid by addition of the fluid 
into the fluid meniscus and by removal of the fluid from the fluid meniscus by a vacuum. 
The apparatus further includes a light generating source within the proximity head where the 
light generating source is in direct contact with the fluid meniscus during operation. The light 
20 generating source applies a patterned light into and through the fluid meniscus. The patterned 
light has a first wavelength before entrance into the fluid meniscus and an effective 
wavelength when applied to the photoresist through the fluid meniscus where the effective 
wavelength is shorter than the first wavelength. 

[0011] In another embodiment, a method for processing a substrate is provided which 
25 includes generating a meniscus on the surface of the substrate and applying photolithography 
light through the meniscus to enable photolithography processing of a surface of the 
substrate. 

[0012] In yet another embodiment, a photolithography apparatus is provided which includes a 
proximity head where the proximity head is capable of generating a meniscus on a surface of 
30 a substrate. The apparatus also includes a light source for applying photolithography light 
from the proximity head and through the meniscus where the photolithography light contacts 
the surface of the substrate to enable photolithography processing. 
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[0013] The advantages of the present invention are numerous. Most notably, the apparatuses 
and methods described herein efficiently pattern photoresist in an immersion lithography 
operation by converting a wavelength of an optical signal to a shorter effective wavelength. 
The shorter effective wavelength may be generated using a proximity head with lithography 
5 lens that is capable of directly contacting a fluid meniscus for transmitting optical signals to a 
photoresist layer on a substrate surface through the fluid meniscus. 

[0014] The proximity head with the photolithography lens can optimally manage fluid 
application and removal from the wafer thereby generating the fluid meniscus through which 
the optical signal may be sent. The fluid meniscus can be effectively moved without losing 

10 significant stability and in addition can be constantly replenished with new liquid thereby 
enhancing the photolithography process by significantly reducing bubbling and contamination 
within the fluid meniscus. Moreover, with the use the fluid meniscus as described herein, 
contamination left on the wafer surface can be dramatically reduced. As a result, by using the 
fluid meniscus that can shorten the effective wavelength of the optical signal from the 

15 lithography lens, equipment such as lens and optical apparatus generally used for longer 
wavelength photolithographic methods may be utilized to generate a much more precise and 
sharp patterning than is generally available. 

[0015] Other aspects and advantages of the present invention will become apparent from the 
following detailed description, taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, 
20 illustrating by way of example the principles of the present invention. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

[0016] The present invention will be readily understood by the following detailed description 
in conjunction with the accompanying drawings. To facilitate this description, like reference 
25 numerals designate like structural elements. 

[0017] Figure 1 shows an example of a simplified photolithographic operation. 

[0018] Figure 2 shows a wafer processing system in accordance with one embodiment of the 

present invention. 

[0019] Figure 3A illustrates a proximity head with lithography lens structure in accordance 
30 with one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0020] Figure 3B shows a side view of an internal structure of the proximity head in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
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[0021] Figure 3C shows the proximity head in operation in accordance with one embodiment 
of the present invention. 

[0022] Figure 4A illustrates a proximity head with an alternative exemplary inlet/outlet 
configuration in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
5 [0023] Figure 4B shows a side view of an internal structure of the proximity head with the 
alternative exemplary inlet/outlet configuration in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0024] Figure 4C shows the proximity head conducting lithographic operations in accordance 
with one embodiment of the present invention. 

10 

Detailed Description 

[0025] An invention for methods and apparatuses for processing a substrate is disclosed. 
Specifically, an efficient and effective way of patterning photoresist in a photolithographic 
operation is provided. In the following description, numerous specific details are set forth in 
15 order to provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. It will be understood, 
however, by one of ordinary skill in the art, that the present invention may be practiced 
without some or all of these specific details. In other instances, well known process 
operations have not been described in detail in order not to unnecessarily obscure the present 
invention. 

20 [0026] While this invention has been described in terms of several preferable embodiments, 
it will be appreciated that those skilled in the art upon reading the preceding specifications 
and studying the drawings will realize various alterations, additions, permutations and 
equivalents thereof. It is therefore intended that the present invention includes all such 
alterations, additions, permutations, and equivalents as fall within the true spirit and scope of 

25 the invention. 

[0027] The figures below illustrate embodiments of an exemplary wafer processing system 
where optimized photolithographic operations may be conducted. Specifically, the figures 
below illustrate embodiments of an exemplary wafer photolithographic system using 
proximity heads to generate a fluid meniscus in a controlled environment that includes a 
30 lithography lens structure located at least partially within a proximity head. In one 
embodiment, the lithography lens may contact the fluid meniscus and transmit patterned 
optical signals through the fluid meniscus to a photoresist that has been applied to a surface 
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of the substrate. It should be appreciated that application of a photoresist onto a substrate is 
well known to those skilled in the art. By transmitting the optical signals through the fluid 
meniscus and applying the optical signals to the photoresist, the wavelength of the optical 
signal may be changed to a shorter effective wavelength thereby resulting in more precise 
5 patterning of the photoresist. Consequently, a more precise way of patterning photoresist 
may be utilized to generate smaller critical dimensions leading to smaller and more dense 
features within a semiconductor wafer. 

[0028] It should be appreciated that the systems described herein are exemplary, and that any 
other suitable type of configuration that would enable movement of the proximity head(s) 

10 into close proximity to the wafer may be utilized. In the embodiments shown, the proximity 
head(s) may move in any fashion to facilitate photoresist patterning, hi one embodiment, the 
proximity head may be configured to move in any manner typically associated with a stepper 
mechanism as known to those known skilled in the art. In another embodiment, the 
proximity head may move in a rasterized movement. In another embodiment, the proximity 

1 5 head(s) may be moved in a linear fashion from a center portion of the wafer to the edge of the 
wafer. It should be appreciated that other embodiments may be utilized where the proximity 
head(s) move in a linear fashion from one edge of the wafer to another diametrically opposite 
edge of the wafer, or other non-linear movements may be utilized such as, for example, in a 
radial motion, in a circular motion, in a spiral motion, in a zig-zag motion, etc. The motion 

20 may also be any suitable specified motion profile as desired by a user as long as the desired 
photolithographic patterning of the wafer is accomplished. In addition, the proximity head 
and the wafer processing system described herein may be utilized to photolithographically 
pattern any shape and size of substrates such as for example, 200 mm wafers, 300 mm 
wafers, flat panels, etc. 

25 [0029] It should be appreciated that the methods and apparatuses discussed herein may be 
utilized in any suitable wafer processing system. It should also be appreciated that the 
lithography lens may be utilized with any suitable proximity head that can generate a stable 
but dynamic fluid meniscus that can contact the lithography lens to photolithographically 
pattern a photoresist on a wafer surface. The lithography lens as utilized herein may be any 

30 suitable type of lithographic apparatus that can transmit patterned light through the lens to 
pattern a photoresist. In one embodiment, the lithography lens can be a part of a lithographic 
lens structure that is attached to a column system to form a photolithographic light system 
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which can include a light source, a reticle, and one or more lens. 

[0030] Figure 2 shows a wafer processing system 100 in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention. The system 100 includes a proximity head 106 which may generate a 
fluid meniscus 112 as discussed herein. In one embodiment the proximity head 106 may be 
5 held by an arm 104 and be moved into close proximity above a wafer 108 that has a 
photoresist 110 applied onto a top surface. The wafer 108 may have any suitable type of 
layers, levels, or materials underneath the photoresist 1 10 depending on the wafer structure(s) 
desired. In one embodiment, the wafer 108 may be held by a chuck 116. It should be 
understood that the wafer 108 may be held or supported in any other suitable manner such as, 

1 0 for example, by rollers holding the wafer 1 08 by the edges. 

[0031] It should also be appreciated that the system 100 may be configured in any suitable 
manner as long as the proximity head(s) may be moved in close proximity to the wafer to 
generate and control a meniscus while patterning a photoresist layer by a lithography lens 
structure 200 that contacts the fluid meniscus 112. The lithography lens structure 200 is 

15 described in further detail in reference to Figures 3 A through 4C. It should also be 
understood that close proximity may be any suitable distance from the wafer as long as a 
meniscus may be maintained and patterning of the photoresist may occur. In one 
embodiment, the proximity head 106 (as well as any other proximity head described herein) 
may be located between about 0.1 mm to about 10 mm from the wafer 108 to generate the 

20 fluid meniscus 1 1 2 on the wafer surface. In a preferable embodiment, the proximity head 1 06 
(as well as any other proximity head described herein may each be located about 0.5 mm to 
about 4.5 mm from the wafer to generate the fluid meniscus 1 12 on the wafer surface, and in 
preferable embodiment, the proximity head 106 may be located about 2 mm from the wafer to 
generate the fluid meniscus 1 12 on the wafer surface. 

25 In one embodiment, the system 100, the proximity head 106 may be moved from patterned to 
unpatterned portions of the photoresist that has been applied to the wafer 108. It should be 
appreciated that the proximity head 106 may be movable in any suitable manner that would 
enable movement of the proximity head 106 to pattern the photoresist layer on the wafer 108 
as desired as discussed above. The proximity head 106 of the wafer processing system 100 

30 may also be any suitable size or shape as shown by, for example, any of the proximity heads 
as described herein. The different configurations described herein can therefore generate a 
fluid meniscus between the proximity head and the wafer, and in addition, the lithography 
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lens structure 200 may apply a patterning light (also known as patterned light) onto the 
photoresist 110 through a lens that is in direct contact with the fluid meniscus 1 12. Once the 
light moves directly from the lens to the fluid meniscus 112, depending on the refractive 
index of the fluid, the effective wavelength of the light may be a much shorter effective 

5 wavelength that the wavelength of the light before entrance into the fluid meniscus. It should 
be appreciated that any suitable liquid that may shorten the effective wavelength of the light 
applied from the lithography lens may be used such as, for example, water, aqueous solutions 
of sucrose, maltose, or chloride salts, etc. By positioning the fluid meniscus in direct contact 
with the lens and the photoresist, refraction at the meniscus-lens interface and the liquid- 

10 photoresist interface are significantly reduced or eliminated. This may enable the patterned 
light from the lens of the lithography lens to move through the meniscus without refraction 
which can reduce the effective wavelength of the patterned light using the formula as 
indicated in Table 1 below. 



15 




Table 1 










Effective — . 






refractive index 





20 

[0032] In the above equation, X is the wavelength of the patterned light before entry into the 
fluid meniscus and Effective is the effective wavelength of the patterned light that is applied to 
the photoresist on a wafer surface. In one embodiment, water may be utilized as the fluid for 
the immersion lithography. Water has a refractive index of 1.43 and therefore, if the 

25 lithography lens applies a wavelength of 193 nm to the fluid meniscus, the effective 
wavelength of the optical signal applied to the photoresist may be shortened to about 135 nm. 
Therefore, by using a configuration where the lithography lens directly contacts the liquid of 
the fluid meniscus, the effective wavelength of light from the lithography lens may be 
decreased significantly. The decreased effective wavelength light hitting the photoresist on 

30 the wafer surface may pattern the photoresist into any suitable pattern desired. It should be 
appreciated that the light from a light source may be sent through a reticle which may 
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generate the pattern desired. The light source may be any suitable apparatus that may 
generate an optical signal that can pattern a photoresist such as, for example, a UV lamp, an 
excimer laser, etc. The reticle may be generated by any suitable method as known to those 
skilled in the art. 

5 [0033] In one embodiment, the lithography lens structure 200 is attached to a patterned light 
generating apparatus such as, for example, the column system 202 as shown in Figure 2. The 
column system 202 may be any suitable apparatus that has the light source and the reticle 
where unpatterned light from the light source may be transmitted through the reticle to 
generate the patterned light for transmission through the lithography lens structure 200 for 

10 patterning of the photoresist 110. It should be appreciated that lithography lens structure 200 
may be any suitable structure of any suitable configuration and/or size that is at least partially 
definable within the proximity head that can also facilitate transmission of the patterned light 
signal from the column system 202 to the fluid meniscus 112. In one embodiment, the 
patterned light can be transmitted from the column system 202 through the lens of the 

15 lithography lens structure 200 directly to the fluid meniscus 112. From there, the patterned 
light can travel through the fluid meniscus 112 to the photoresist 110 on the surface of the 
wafer 108. The patterned light can then applied to the photoresist 110 so the pattern is 
imposed on the photoresist 1 10. Therefore, in one embodiment, the lithography lens structure 
200 can include one or more lens within a passage that extends through the lithography lens 

20 structure 200 so light transmission from a top portion the proximity head 106 to a bottom 
portion of the proximity head 106 is generated. It should be appreciated that the patterned 
light may be generated in any suitable fashion and the embodiments described herein are 
merely exemplary in nature. 

[0034] The fluid meniscus may be moved across the wafer to process the wafer by applying 
25 fluid to the wafer surface and removing fluids from the surface while at the same time 
applying a patterning light to the photoresist on the wafer surface. In one embodiment, a 
stepper apparatus may be used to move the lithography lens over portions of the wafer to be 
patterned. The wafer 108 may also be moved in a rasterized motion as the photohthographic 
patterning operation progresses. It should also be appreciated that the system 100 may 
30 process one surface of the wafer or both the top surface and the bottom surface of the wafer. 
[0035] In one embodiment, the fluid meniscus 1 12 may be generated by applying fluids to the 
wafer surface and removing the fluids from the wafer surface through conduits such as the 
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source inlets and source outlets located in the proximity head as described herein. It should 
be appreciated that conduits such as, for example, inlets and outlets, may have openings 
located on a face of the proximity head and may be in any suitable configuration as long as a 
stable meniscus as described herein may be utilized. 
5 [0036] In one exemplary embodiment, at least one gas inlet may be adjacent to at least one 
vacuum outlet which may be in turn adjacent to at least one processing fluid inlet to form an 
gas-vacuum-processing fluid orientation. It should be appreciated that other types of 
orientations such as gas-processing fluid-vacuum, processing fluid-vacuum-gas, vacuum-gas- 
processing fluid, etc. may be utilized depending on the wafer processes desired and what type 

10 of wafer processing mechanism is sought to be enhanced. In another embodiment, the gas- 
vacuum-processing fluid orientation may be utilized to intelligently and powerfully generate, 
control, and move the meniscus located between a proximity head and a wafer to process 
wafers. By having the ability to manage the fluid meniscus, the lithography lens may be kept 
in a position so the liquid/lens interface and the liquid/photoresist interface can reduce the 

1 5 effective wavelength of the optical signal being applied to the photoresist. 

[0037] The processing fluid inlets, the gas inlets, and the vacuum outlets may be arranged in 
any suitable manner if the fluid meniscus may be generated and maintained in a stable 
manner. For example, in addition to the gas inlet, the vacuum outlet, and the processing 
fluid inlet, in an additional embodiment, there may be additional sets of gas inlets, processing 

20 fluid inlets and/or vacuum outlets depending on the configuration of the proximity head 
desired. It should be appreciated that the exact configuration of the gas-vacuum-processing 
fluid orientation may be varied depending on the application. For example, the distance 
between the gas inlet, vacuum, and processing fluid inlet locations may be varied so the 
distances are consistent or so the distances are inconsistent. In addition, the distances 

25 between the gas inlet, vacuum, and processing fluid inlet may differ in magnitude depending 
on the size, shape, and configuration of the proximity head 106 and the desired size of a 
process meniscus (i.e., meniscus shape and size). 

[0038] In one embodiment, the proximity head 106 may be positioned in close proximity to a 
top surface of the wafer 108 and may utilize the gas and processing fluid inlets and a vacuum 
30 outlet(s) to generate wafer processing meniscuses in contact with the wafer 108 which are 
capable of processing the top surface. In one embodiment, IPA/N2 vapor gas may be inputted 
as the gas through the gas inlet and deionized water may be inputted as the processing fluid 
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through the processing fluid inlet. At substantially the same time the IPA and the processing 
fluid are inputted, a vacuum may be applied in close proximity to the wafer surface to remove 
the IPA vapor, the processing fluid, and/or the fluids that may be on the wafer surface. It 
should be appreciated that although IPA is utilized in the exemplary embodiment, any other 
suitable type of vapor may be utilized such as for example, any suitable vapor of alcohols 
(ethanol, propanol, butanol, hexanol etc.), ketones, ethers, or other organic compounds, etc. 
that may be miscible with the liquid being used to generate the fluid meniscus the vapor of 
which can be carried via an inert gas. The portion of the processing fluid that is in the region 
between the proximity head and the wafer is the meniscus. It should be appreciated that as 
used herein, the term "output" can refer to the removal of fluid from a region between the 
wafer 108 and a particular proximity head, and the term "input" can be the introduction of 
fluid to the region between the wafer 108 and the particular proximity head. 
[0039] In one embodiment, the system 100 further includes a fluid supply distributor that can 
supply to, and remove fluids from, the proximity head 106. It should be appreciated that the 
fluid supply distributor may be any suitable apparatus that can supply and receive fluids in an 
controlled manner such as, for example, a manifold. In one embodiment, the fluid supply 
distributor receives fluid from a fluid supply. The fluid supply may be managed and 
controlled by a fluid supply control which may be any suitable hardware/software that can 
manage fluid input to the proximity head 106. The proximity head 106 may then produce the 
meniscus 112 that can process the wafer 108. 

[0040] Figure 3 A illustrates a proximity head 106 with the lithography lens structure 200 in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. As discussed above, the 
lithography lens 200 may be connected to any suitable apparatus that can generate the 
patterned light which can pattern a photoresist on a wafer surface. In one embodiment, as 
shown in Figure 2, the patterned light generating apparatus is the column system 202 that can 
be attached to a top portion of the lithography lens structure 200. The lithography lens 
structure 200 may include a lens capable of directly contacting the fluid meniscus to transmit 
the patterned light to the photoresist through the fluid meniscus, hi one embodiment, the lens 
may be made from any suitable material that can transmit the desired wavelength of light, 
such as, for example, CaF2, quartz, etc. 

[0041] In one embodiment, the proximity head 106 includes inlets 302 and 306 as well as 
outlets 304. In an exemplary embodiment of an immersion lithography operation, the 
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proximity head 106 may produce a fluid meniscus through which the lithography lens 
structure 200 may pass a patterning light to pattern the photoresist that is on the surface of the 
wafer 108 (as discussed in further detail in reference to Figures 3B and 3C). The inlets 302 
and 306 may input any suitable surface tension reducing gas/vapor and processing fluid 
5 respectively depending on the specific wafer processing operation desired. An outlet 304 
may generate a vacuum which can remove any suitable amount of the surface tension 
reducing gas and the processing fluid (as well as any other fluid on the wafer 108) from a 
surface of the wafer 108. As a result, the proximity head 106 can enable the generation of the 
fluid meniscus as described herein to create a fluid medium through which a patterning light 

10 may be transmitted. In such an exemplary embodiment, the proximity head 106 may process 
the wafer 108 so a pattern as defined by the reticle inside of a column structure may be 
transferred to the photoresist by passing the patterned light through the lens of the lithography 
lens structure 200. The lens may be in direct contact with the fluid meniscus so the patterned 
light from the lens may be transmitted into and through the fluid meniscus to the photoresist 

15 which may be in direct contact with the fluid meniscus generated by the proximity head 106. 
When the patterned light moves from the lithography lens to the fluid meniscus, the refractive 
index of the fluid meniscus may reduce the effective wavelength of the patterned light that is 
applied to the photoresist. 

[0042] It should be appreciated that in another embodiment of the proximity head 106, the 
20 inlets 302 may be eliminated so just the inlets 306 and outlets 304 remain. In such a 
configuration, the region where the outlets 304 and inlets 306 are located may be indented as 
compared with the rest of the processing surface of the proximity head 106. Consequently, 
the fluid meniscus may be contained within the indented region without the need to apply a 
confinement gas and/or a surface tension altering gas. Therefore, a processing fluid may be 
25 inputted through the inlets 306 and the processing fluid may be removed through the outlets 
304 to generate a stable meniscus through which photolithography may take place. 
[0043] Figure 3B shows a side view of an internal structure of the proximity head 106 in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. In one embodiment, the proximity 
head 106 includes source inlets 302 and 306 as well as a source outlet 304. In one 
30 embodiment, as the processing fluid such as, for example, deionized water (DIW) is applied 
against the wafer surface through the source inlets 306, the fluid forms the fluid meniscus that 
may be confined by the application of a gas such as, for example, IPA/N2 through the source 
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inlets 302 and the vacuum 304 that removes the IPA/N2 and DIW. The fluid meniscus 
contacts both a lens of the lithography lens structure 200 and the photoresist on the wafer 
surface to provide a medium through which the patterning light from the lithography lens 
structure 200 may be applied to the photoresist. In one embodiment, the lithographic lens 
5 structure 200 includes a lens 200a that can transmit the patterned light from the column 
system directly to the fluid meniscus. As discussed above, the source inlet 302 may input any 
suitable type of gas that can reduce the surface tension of the liquid that makes up the fluid 
meniscus. In one embodiment, the gas generates a surface tension gradient at a liquid/gas 
border of the fluid meniscus. In one embodiment, the gas is a suitable vapor of a tensioactive 
10 fluid such as those from the group of alcohols, ketones, or other organic compounds with 
tensioactive properties that may be miscible with the liquid being used to generate the fluid 
meniscus. In a preferable embodiment, the gas is an isopropyl alcohol vapor in nitrogen gas 
(IPA/N2). In such an embodiment, the IPA/N2 can reduce the surface tension of liquids such 
as, for example, water. Therefore, because in one embodiment, DIW within the fluid 
15 meniscus is being constantly replenished, the wafer surface may be kept in a substantially 
clean state during the lithographic operation. In addition, the hardware forming and 
maintaining the fluid meniscus may be configured so bubbling within the fluid meniscus may 
be kept at a minimum or eliminated all together thereby optimizing the patterning operation. 
In such a fashion, a stable meniscus may be generated that does not leave contamination on 
20 the wafer surface because the water/gas eliminates the water beading effect that can leave 
contaminants on the wafer surface, thereby leaving a dry clean surface after processing. 
[0044] In a further embodiment, the fluid meniscus may be maintained at a tightly controlled 
temperature to control the effective wavelength; additionally, the temperature can be lowered 
to increase the refractive index of the fluid, and hence lowering the effective wavelength. 
25 [0045] Figure 3C shows the proximity head 106 in operation in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention. In this embodiment, the proximity head 106 is in 
operation and has generated a fluid meniscus 112 with a liquid/gas interface 388. In one 
embodiment, a liquid with a refractive index that can reduce the effective wavelength of light 
from the lithography lens structure 200 such as, for example, deionized water (DIW) is 
30 inputted as shown by direction arrow 314. In addition, a gas vapor such as, for example, a 
tensioactive gas like IPA/N2, may be inputted as shown by direction arrow 310. The DIW 
and the IPA/N2 may be removed from the photoresist on the wafer surface as shown by 
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direction arrow 312. In one embodiment, a vacuum is applied thereby removing the DIW and 
the IPA/N2. By this method, the fluid meniscus 1 12 may be generated on the wafer surface 
through which the lithography lens structure 200 may apply a patterned light 400. Because 
the lens 200a of the lithography lens structure 200 contacts the fluid meniscus 112 and the 
5 fluid meniscus 112 contacts the photoresist, the refractive index of the liquid making up the 
fluid meniscus 112 may reduce the effective wavelength of the patterned light 400 that is 
applied from the lithography lens structure 200 to the photoresist 110. In such an 
embodiment, the lens 200a of the lithography lens structure 200 forms a lens/liquid interface 
402 with the fluid meniscus 1 12 and the fluid meniscus 1 12 in turn forms a liquid-photoresist 
10 interface 404 with the photoresist 110. Consequently, the patterned light 400 can travel from 
the lithography lens structure 200 through the meniscus to the photoresist to pattern a region 
390 of the photoresist 1 10 on the wafer 108. 

[0046] Figure 4A illustrates a proximity head 106* with an alternative exemplary inlet/outlet 
configuration in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. In one 

15 embodiment, the proximity head 106' includes the lithography lens structure 200 with source 
inlets 306 on one side of the proximity head 106'. The proximity head 106' also includes 
source outlets 304 on the other side of the lithography lens structure 200. In one 
embodiment, source inlets 302 may substantially surround the lithography lens structure 200, 
the source inlets 302, and the source outlets 304. 

20 [0047] Figure 4B shows a side view of an internal structure of the proximity head 106' with 
the alternative exemplary inlet/outlet configuration in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention. In one embodiment, the proximity head 106' includes the lithography 
lens structure 200 that includes the lens 200a that can transmit the patterned light generated 
by the column system that can be attached to a top portion of the lithography lens structure 

25 200. The patterned light corresponds to the pattern desired to be generated on the photoresist 
on the wafer surface to be processed. The proximity head 106' may include source inlets 302 
and 306 on one side of the lithography lens structure 200 with a source inlet 302 and source 
outlet 304 on the other side of the lithography lens structure 200. In such a configuration, 
liquid inputted through the source inlet 306 may be applied against the photoresist layer on 

30 the wafer surface. The source inlets 302 may apply gas to the wafer surface which in effect 
applies the gas against the liquid from the source inlet 306 so the liquid from the source inlets 
302 may be contained. The source outlet 304 may remove the liquid from the source inlets 
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302 as well as some of the gas from the source inlet 302 that is on the same side as the source 
outlet 304. This embodiment therefore also generates a stable fluid meniscus that facilitates 
the lithography operations described herein. 

[0048] Figure 4C shows the proximity head 106 ! conducting lithographic operations in 
5 accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. In one embodiment, the proximity 
head 106' has generated the fluid meniscus 112 with the liquid/gas interface 388. In one 
embodiment, a liquid with a refractive index that can reduce the effective wavelength of light 
from the lithography lens structure 200 such as, for example, deionized water (DIW) is 
inputted as shown by direction arrow 314. In addition, a surface tension reducing gas such as, 

10 for example, TPA/N 2 , may be inputted as shown by direction arrow 310. The DIW and the 
EPA/N2 may be removed from the photoresist on the wafer surface as shown by direction 
arrow 312. By this method, a dynamic fluid meniscus may be generated on the wafer surface 
through which the lithography lens structure 200 may apply a patterned light 400. The 
patterned light 400 may move from the lithography lens structure 200 to the photoresist 

15 through the fluid meniscus. Because the lithography lens structure 200 contacts the fluid 
meniscus 1 12, the refractive index of the liquid making up the fluid meniscus 1 12 may reduce 
the effective wavelength of the patterned light 400 from the lithography lens structure 200. 
The patterned light 400 whose effective wavelength has been reduced may pattern the region 
390 of the photoresist on the wafer surface. In such an embodiment, the lens 200a of the 

20 lithography lens structure 200 may form the lens-liquid interface 402 with the fluid meniscus 
1 12 and the fluid meniscus 1 12 may in turn form the liquid-photoresist interface 404 with the 
photoresist 110. Consequently, the patterned light 400 can travel from the lithography lens 
structure 200 through the meniscus to the photoresist to pattern a region 390 of the 
photoresist on the wafer 108. 

25 [0049] While this invention has been described in terms of several preferred embodiments, it 
will be appreciated that those skilled in the art upon reading the preceding specifications and 
studying the drawings will realize various alterations, additions, permutations and equivalents 
thereof. It is therefore intended that the present invention includes all such alterations, 
additions, permutations, and equivalents as fall within the true spirit and scope of the 

30 invention. 

[0050] What is claimed is: 
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CLAIMS 

1 . An apparatus for processing a substrate, comprising: 

a proximity head configured to generate a fluid meniscus to facilitate patterning of a 
photoresist on a substrate surface, the fluid meniscus being constantly replenished with fluid 
5 by addition of the fluid into the fluid meniscus and by removal of the fluid from the fluid 
meniscus by a vacuum; and 

a lithography lens structure at least partially defined within the proximity head, the 
lithography lens structure having a lithography lens configured to be in direct contact with the 
fluid meniscus during operation, the lithography lens structure configured to apply a patterned 
10 light from the lithography lens through the fluid meniscus to pattern the photoresist on the 
substrate surface. 

2. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 1, wherein the 
lithography lens structure is attached to a column system which includes a light source and a 

1 5 reticle for generating the patterned light. 

3. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 1, wherein the 
proximity head includes a plurality of conduits capable of defining the fluid meniscus. 

20 4. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 3, wherein the 

plurality of conduits includes at least one of a first inlet for applying the fluid to the 
photoresist, a second inlet for applying a gas to the photoresist, and an outlet for removing the 
fluid and the gas from the photoresist. 

25 5. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 3, wherein the 

lithography lens is substantially surrounded by the plurality of conduits. 

6. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 1, wherein the fluid 
has a refractive index greater than 1 . 
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7. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 1, wherein the 
patterned light has a first wavelength before entering the fluid meniscus, and the patterned 
light when transmitted through the fluid meniscus and applied to the photoresist has a 
effective wavelength shorter than the first wavelength. 

5 

8. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 4, wherein the gas 
is a vapor gas that promotes a surface tension gradient at a border of the fluid meniscus. 

9. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 8, wherein the 
10 vapor gas is one of an alcohol vapor, a ketone vapor, and an ether vapor in an inert gas. 

10. An apparatus for processing a substrate as recited in claim 8, wherein the 
vapor gas is IPA/N2. 

15 11. A method for processing a substrate, comprising: 

generating a meniscus on a surface of the substrate; and 

applying photolithography light through the meniscus to enable photolithography 
processing of the surface of the substrate. 

20 12. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 11, wherein applying 

the photolithography light through the meniscus includes transmitting an unpatterned light 
through a reticle to generate the photolithography light. 



13. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 11, wherein applying 
25 the photolithography light includes transmitting the photolithography light from a lithography 
lens through the meniscus while the lithography lens is in direct contact with the meniscus. 



14. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 11, wherein generating 
a meniscus on the surface of the substrate includes, 
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applying a fluid to the surface of the substrate through a first inlet of a proximity head, 

applying a gas to the surface of the substrate through a second inlet of the proximity 
head, the meniscus being confined by the application of the gas, and 

removing the fluid and an amount of the gas from the surface through an outlet of the 
5 proximity head. 

15. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 14, wherein the gas 
promotes a surface tension gradient at a liquid/gas interface of the meniscus. 

10 16. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 11, wherein the 

meniscus is a fluid meniscus which is constantly replenished with fluid by addition of the 
fluid into the fluid meniscus and by removal of the fluid menicus by a vacuum. 

17. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 14, wherein the fluid 
1 5 has a refractive index greater than 1 . 

18. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 14, wherein the fluid is 
deionized water and the gas is an IPA/N2 vapor gas. 

20 1 9. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 1 1 , wherein the surface 

of the substrate includes a photoresist layer, the meniscus being applied on the photoresist 
layer. 

20. A method for processing a substrate as recited in claim 19, wherein applying 
25 photolithography light through the meniscus includes transmitting a patterned light to the 
photoresist layer through the meniscus and the patterned light has a first wavelength before 
entering the meniscus and the the patterned light when transmitted through the fluid meniscus 
and applied to the photoresist has an effective wavelength shorter than the first wavelength. 
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21. A photolithography apparatus, comprising: 

a proximity head, the proximity head being capable of generating a meniscus on a 
surface of a substrate; and 

a light generating source for applying photolithography light from the proximity head 
5 and through the meniscus, the photolithography light being configured to contact the surface 
of the substrate to enable photolithography processing. 

22. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 21, wherein the proximity 
head includes a plurality of conduits capable of defining the meniscus. 

23. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 22, wherein the plurality of 
conduits includes a first inlet for applying a fluid to the surface of the substrate, a second inlet 
for applying a gas to the surface of the substrate, and an outlet for removing the fluid and the 
gas from the surface of the substrate. 

24. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 21, wherein the meniscus is 
made up of a fluid with a refractive index greater than 1 . 

25. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 23, wherein the gas is a 
20 vapor gas that promotes a surface tension gradient at a liquid/gas interface of the meniscus. 

26. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 21, wherein the light 
generating source is at least partially defined within the proximity head. 

25 27. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 2 1 , wherein the light 

generating source is configured to be in direct contact with the fluid meniscus during 
operation and the light generating source is capable of applying a patterned light into and 
through the meniscus. 

28. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 27, wherein the 
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photolithography light has a first wavelength before entrance into the meniscus and an 
effective wavelength when applied to the surface of the substrate through the meniscus, the 
effective wavelength being shorter than the first wavelength. 

5 29. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 21, wherein the light 

generating source comprises a column system and a lithography lens structure, the column 
system including a light source and a reticle for generating the photolithography light, the 
lithography lens structure including a lens configured to be in direct contact with the 
meniscus in operation and further configured to directly apply the photolithography light to 
10 the meniscus. 

30. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 22 wherein the plurality of 
conduits substantially surrounds a lens of the light generating source. 

15 31. A photolithography apparatus as recited in claim 21 wherein the 

photolithography light is a patterned light. 
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